High Farce and New Comedy in T. S. Eliot’s The Confidential Clerk
“It is human, when we do not understand another human being and cannot ignore him, to exert an unconscious pressure on that person to turn him into something that we can understand: many husbands and wives exert this pressure on each other. The effect on the person so influenced is liable to be the repression and distortion, rather than the improvement, of the personality; and no man is good enough to have the right to make another over in his own image”—Notes towards the Definition of Culture (1948)

“Eggerson is the only developed Christian in the play.”—T. S. Eliot, reported by E. Martin Browne

Basis in Euripides’ Ion
Ion is the son of Creusa, who was ravished by the god Apollo. Hermes had saved the child from the death by exposure Creusa had intended for him. Creusa has been unable to bear any more children with her husband Xuthus. Years later, she travels with her maids and husband to the temple seeking an answer as to why. Ion had grown up in the care of the temple of the Oracle at Delphi. Xuthus, acting on a false prophecy, believes the first man he meets at the temple will be his own long-lost son. He meets and names Ion, who believes him, and the two agree to keep this a secret from Creusa. Creusa learns the truth and attempts to have Ion poisoned with Gorgon’s blood, but her plot is discovered and she flees for refuge. Ion follows her to the temple to seek revenge for the attempt on his life. There, they discover the truth, which is affirmed by the goddess Athena. Athena explains that the false prophecy was to help exalt Ion to the future position of ruler, rather than be shamed as illegitimate. 
Discussion:  How do the following characters parallel those in Euripides? How do they not?
· Sir Claude as Xuthus

· Lady Elizabeth as Creusa

· Colby and Kaghan as Ion

· Lucasta as Ion

· Mrs. Guzzard as Athena
How has Eliot adapted the play? Has he altered the original’s meaning?
Genre
What kind of comedy is The Confidential Clerk? How does its genre shape its plot, use of characterization, and its dialogue?

Other Questions
1. How does the theme of make-believe and reality dominate the play? What role does love play in bridging these realms?

2. Why does no single character dominate in this play?

3. Are there any significant changes in the characters by the end of the play?

4. Why is the story so concerned with names and heritage? What does this suggest about the overall meaning of the play?

5. How would you describe the poetry in the play? Is it still “poetic”? Why and/or why not?

6. Can you meaningful compare Colby and Lucasta’s relationship with that of Harry and Mary’s from The Family Reunion?

7. What role does Eggerson serve in the play? Why does Eliot describe him as the only “developed Christian”?
8. Why does the story end the way it does?
